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THE TYPE A CORONARY-PRONE PERSONALITY:
A COPING MECHANISM FOR SITUATIONAL CONTROL

Coronary heart disease has evolved into a staggering and deathly threat
to life.

Its occurance has increased rapidly in the last century, and is

quite common in today's modern societies.
in the United States.

This disease is especially prevalent

The number of deaths that may be contributed to heart

diseases are greater than those resulting from cancer, strokes, and accidents
combined.

This high mortality from heart attacks and other cardiovascular

diseases places the United States twenty-fourth, in terms of life expectancy
for men, among all the nations of the world (Haft and Berlin, 1979).
Of significance, is the fact that the increase in coronary heart disease
has paralled the rise in industrialization.

The most advanced, industrialized,

and developed countries of the world have the highest coronary death rates.
As countries begin to develop, their rates of coronary diseases and resultant
deaths also increse (Haft and Berlin, 1979).
What is the factor that relates coronary heart disease and other
cardiovascular problems to societal advancement and increased occupational
demands?

This paper will examine this question by first reviewing the studies

done by Meyer Friedman and R.H. Rosenman which have provided evidence to
suggest that there is a link between stressful situations and coronary heart
disease, and which led to the development of the personality type A which is
coronary prone.

The physiological effects that stress may produce and the

ways in which this may lead to coronary heart disease will be discussed.
Also examined will be the proposal by Glass

(1977~

which suggests that the

Type A behavior pattern is a coping mechanism whereby Type A individuals try

2

to

maintain control over their environment even though the situation may be

uncontrollable,

Further studies based on this proposal will also be reviewed.

It is often suggested that emotional and occupational factors, predominantly
stress, provide the link between heart disease and industrialization,

Stress

may result as one becomes involved in an accelerated pace of life and as
greater demands are placed on one to achieve and produce.

This stress then

affects the heart and other organs.
Stress, as defined by Webster (1976), is, "a physical, chemical, or
emotional factor (as trauma, histamine, or fear) to which an individual fails
to make a satisfactory adaptation and which causes physiologic tensions
that may be a contributory cause of disease",

Hans Selye (1976), a pioneer in

stress research has described stress as "the nonspecific response to any
demand, including efforts to cope with the wear and tear in the body caused
by life at any one time",
in these definitions.

The physiologic component of stress is apparent

Stress has also been described as anything that places

an extra demand on a person.

This demand, which often results from an

unanticipated event, will require the person to respond to it and to make
an adjustment.

The way in which one responds to an event will determine the

adjustment and the ultimate effect the stress will have on a person,

For

this reason, the way in which one perceives a situation, which will vary
greatly from one person to another, affects the response (Veninga and Spradley,
1981).
This idea of a relationship between stress and coronary heart disease is
not new,

In 1892 Sir William Osler (1892) wrote that a coronary prone individual

was a "keen and ambitious man, the indicator of whose engines are set at
full speed ahead", and he believed that "the high pressure at which men live
and the habit of working the machine to its maximum capacity are responsible

